
  

 

Nederlands Letterenfonds / Dutch foundation for literature 
For information purposes only – All rights reserved 
 

 

Sample translation 
 
I Was America by Gustaaf Peek 
(Amsterdam: Querido, 2010) 
 
Translated by David McKay 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
For additional information on Gustaaf Peek and other Dutch writers, please also visit: 
- The fiction pages at the foundation website: www.nlpvf.nl/fc/ 



I Was America by Gustaaf Peek 
 

 

Nederlands Letterenfonds / Dutch foundation for literature 
For information purposes only – All rights reserved 

 

2 

XVI 

 

She had once spent a few nights in a house whose last owners had left behind crates of 

toys in the attic. New toys, with price stickers still on the boxes, tags dangling from their 

plush backs.  

 There were also houses like empty husks. When the occupants had left, they’d 

taken the very sockets out of the walls. Bare floors, not a plant left in the garden.  

 She always looked for traces in the carpets, the contours of beds and dressers, 

cupboards and tables, the worn-down, well-traveled paths. Little things that she found she 

took with her, corkscrews or can openers in the backs of drawers, chopsticks, and in a 

cupboard under a sink, a bag of balloons. Sometimes, people had forgotten to take out 

their last garbage bags. One day she opened a bag to find it stuffed with photos, letters, 

and postcards. The man had been to New York, to Chicago. He’d sent her a card from 

Paris, always wishing she could be with him. The letters spanned half a year. He was 

surprised he’d found her, had given up hope of meeting somebody like her. He asked 

about her day, her thoughts and dreams. He wrote about his father, how hard it was to 

step out of his shadow. Could she imagine what that was like? His letters became shorter, 

his style more casual. He left his sentences unfinished, stopped using capitals, described 

her body, their love-making, what he wanted to do to her with his fingers, his tongue. He 

hoped to be with her again soon. At the bottom of the bag were torn photos. She fit the 

scraps together on the counter, and a man and woman smiled up at her. He was older than 

she was. They were standing cheek to cheek. The Polaroids hadn’t been torn by hand, but 

snipped into smaller pieces with scissors. Out of the shreds emerged her breasts, her 

mouth at the tip of his cock, her eyes drowsy, almost shut.  

 She didn’t earn much working for Crenshaw, but eventually she could afford a new 

sleeping bag, as wide as a bed and filled with down, roomy enough for her to turn over 

without cutting off the blood to her arms. She rarely slept in bedrooms—too exposed, too 

much trouble to cover the windows. She mostly stayed in attics, basements, and pantries. 

Sometimes she brought a camping stove, but not always. 

 From the shadows, she gazed out at neighbors in chairs, on couches, with 

newspapers or plates on their laps, walking to the bathroom or kitchen, families with 

children pressing their noses against the windowpanes, singles yawning and stretching by 

the light of the TV.  

 The houses were sold and renovated, and sometimes the risk of discovery became 

too great: no attic or basement, no rear entrance, but rows of high, bare windows, a glass 

door. She’d only been caught once, in her first house. Since then she’d been more careful, 

ordering duplicate keys right away and never staying too long. 

 In the early morning darkness, she washed with cold water at the sink in her house 

in Pacific Heights. By the time the first windows in the street lit up, she was already on her 

way to the bus stop.  



I Was America by Gustaaf Peek 
 

 

Nederlands Letterenfonds / Dutch foundation for literature 
For information purposes only – All rights reserved 

 

3 

 That day she would go to the market on her lunch break and buy ingredients for 

stew: beef, carrots, mushrooms, and red wine. Simmer them slowly, till the back room 

filled with the incense of wine and meat.  

 She could hear the distant horns, the foggy, plaintive cries of ships off the coast. 

She and the ships were the first out in the sun.  
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XIX 

 

He had told Nettie stories. How he’d had to go to Germany to study and stayed with an 

uncle there. It was on account of his uncle, his mother’s only brother, that he’d enlisted in 

the Wehrmacht. He was still young and didn’t want to let his family down. That’s how he’d 

ended up in Africa, where he was captured. Nettie knew about the voyage to America and 

the camp. But only in the broadest brushstrokes, rough sketches of a guileless history. 

 Germany, the war, Africa, America, the camp, the Netherlands, Nettie. After they 

were married, her questions dried up, as if she’d realized their new alliance left no room 

for spine-chilling tales.  

 There was no one to challenge his versions. He had arrived home in a different life 

and found a place for himself in his old country, which was reassuringly eager to forget. 

For the first year of their marriage, they shared a corridor with three other families.  

 “Just tell them you were doing forced labor in Germany.” 

 That became their story. He kept the locations vague, but conjured vivid scenes of 

mines, ice-cold barracks, and ailing men, of ironwork factories and munitions depots.  

 “It was the British planes that scared us most. Can you picture it?” 

 He found a job with a coffee importer, taking inventory and sending bills. They 

were assigned a home in the new outskirts of the city, a row house with a backyard, two 

floors, and three bedrooms. Nettie wanted children, and when no children came, she grew 

impatient. He had no objection. On the contrary, he was working long hours for a family 

that had yet to materialize. Nettie thought up rituals. Sometimes he had to come to bed 

washed, sometimes unwashed. Sometimes he had to drink first, sometimes pray. 

Sometimes she called in the middle of the day to summon him home, where she lay 

waiting with parted legs. 

 She hadn’t been young when they married. Still, it took years before they 

summoned the courage to see a doctor. Both of them were tested. Nurses drew blood, and 

he had to ejaculate into a beaker. Nettie said her test had been painful. She was afraid it 

was her fault, that she was too old. After three weeks they received a letter telling them to 

make an appointment with their doctor. Nettie said she couldn’t face it. He’d have to go 

alone. 

 The assistant pointed him to the waiting room. He leafed through an old magazine. 

The doctor came in and shook his hand. Then an office, an examination table and folding 

screen, a door leading into the garden. He sat down. 

 “I had hoped your wife would be here.” 

 “It was too much for her. She decided to stay home.”  

 “That’s a shame.” 

 After squinting through his reading glasses at the papers on the table in front of 

him, the doctor pulled out a green card.  
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 “The thing is, it actually has more to do with her. Your results look fine. We don’t 

expect any trouble there. But your wife . . . your wife. It’s hard to say what might account 

for it. I know I asked before, but I’m can’t seem to find it in my notes—does your wife have 

sisters with children?” 

 “My wife is an only child.” 

 “Right, I see. Her mother probably had a difficult pregnancy. Well, we do what we 

can, but there’s a limit. Mr. Winter, I’m awfully sorry, but I don’t see any children in you 

and your wife’s future.” 

 He pedaled home on his bicycle. Nettie was not in the living room, or in the 

kitchen. He found her in bed, staring at the ceiling.  

 “Someone rang the bell, but I didn’t see who. I didn’t answer the door. People will 

think I’m doing it on purpose. They’ll think I’m full of myself.” 

 “Just calm down, now. It’s got nothing to do with that. It’s got nothing to do with 

you. The doctor said there’s nothing wrong with you.” 

 Then he explained. She wasn’t the reason. He was. Nettie sat bolt upright. He said 

maybe it was the war, the work he’d had to do at the prison camp. She grabbed a pillow 

and flung it at him. Then the other pillow, then everything she could lay her hands on. 

 For a few weeks, they slept in different rooms. He woke up alone, folded his 

blanket, and made his breakfast. At work he was promoted to sales representative. He 

drove to every corner of the Netherlands, and even to Germany and Belgium, with 

packages of coffee in his trunk. His working days grew longer and longer, and during the 

weeks on the sofa he rarely ate dinner at home. In Germany, he found pensions along the 

road where he could stop for the night. 

 One evening the blanket on the sofa was gone. Nettie came into the room with two 

glasses of gin. She said she had given it some thought. She wasn’t a bad woman. She 

wanted to save her marriage, she’d do whatever it took. She took a swig. 

 She wanted to have a man come over. She wanted the freedom to have a man come 

over. She couldn’t go on without children. Maybe just once would be enough.  

 He asked what she planned to do if once was not enough. 

 She wanted her freedom. As soon as the child was born, none of it would matter 

anymore.  

 He asked her to give him some time to think it over. 

 She said she understood. He had to understand that she was trying to save their 

marriage.  

 Before he fell asleep that night in his own bed, he’d figured out his answer. He 

didn’t want to know who the men were. He’d give her a year of freedom, that should be 

long enough.  

 But he couldn’t stick to his own rules. One midday, he came in through the kitchen 

door. From the yard, he’d seen the closed bedroom curtains. Standing at the bottom of the 

stairs, he heard the sounds of a man. He took off his shoes. The open bedroom door 
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revealed the foot of the bed, a man’s back half hidden under sheets, heaving motions, 

Nettie’s hand on his neck, he couldn’t see the rest of her. Her whispers seemed to fuel the 

man’s thrusts. She called him sweetheart, urging him in lisping words to give her 

everything he’d got. Dirk turned around and shuffled down the stairs. He put his shoes 

back on and left the house. Then he drove to see customers, who hadn’t expected anyone 

would come so far for coffee. 

 He knew a year would be too short. During the second year she contracted 

something. She felt no shame about going to see the doctor. Whenever he came home 

from his trips, he would lay claim to his wife’s body. He was rough with her, and she let 

him have his way. When she no longer yielded to his domineering touch, he knew her 

time was up, that it was over with the men.  

 They moved to the newest ring of suburbs and took an apartment with a view of 

fields, roads, and transmission towers. Nettie found a job at a bookstore. Each of them 

slept with the door shut.  

 He grew old behind the wheel of his car.  

 

* 

 

In Louisiana he asked the motel manager for the number of the local doctor. He’d been 

keeping careful track of his pills, but his supply was dwindling faster than he’d expected. 

The manager told him the nearest doctor’s office was in Lecompte, no more than fifteen 

miles from the motel.  

 “Can I call long-distance on the telephone in the room?” 

 “You want to call the doctor?” 

 “No, my wife.” 

 “Yes, sir. You can call collect or pay at check-out.” 

 “Do I have to dial a zero?” 

 “There are instructions next to the phone, sir.” 

 He said he’d take a look. The rental car was parked by the entrance. He carried his 

suitcase up to his room. He’d always washed his own underwear and socks; he usually 

dropped off his pants and shirts in a hotel lobby and got them back them clean the next 

morning. He had switched to American shaving cream and American toothpaste. He 

opened his suitcase to look for a clean shirt. In this heat, he went through clothes quickly. 

 After showering, he sat on the bed reading the instructions for the telephone. He 

dialed the operator, and a woman’s voice asked for the number. He said he’d like to place a 

call to Europe. The voice asked for the country and the number. He did his best to 

pronounce each digit clearly. The voice was cut off, and after a long stretch of static, he 

heard the telephone ringing. He waited. He had wrapped a towel around his waist. His 

hair was still wet. He glanced at his watch on the nightstand. It was eleven a.m. in the 

Netherlands. With a click, the woman’s voice started up again, telling him there was no 
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answer at the number he’d requested and advising him to try again later. He thanked her 

and hung up. 

 The doctor’s office was on the main road. Dirk couldn’t see a doorbell anywhere, so 

he knocked. The door was opened by a stocky woman, her gray hair in a bun. She asked 

what she could do for him. 

 He told her he didn’t have an appointment. “But might it be possible for the doctor 

to see me today?” 

 She nodded wordlessly and led him to a waiting room.  

 “What’s your name, sir?” 

 “It's Winter, ma'am.” 

 “As in summer, fall, winter?” 

 “Yes, like the season.” 

 “Will you be paying cash?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Have a seat, please. The doctor will see you shortly.” 

 There were mostly elderly people in the waiting room. Crumpled posters on the 

wall urged them to smoke less. He thought about the pack in his breast pocket. He flipped 

through the magazines, settling on a Reader’s Digest from 1973.  

 The doctor too was old and gray. He introduced himself as Dr. Burwell. 

 “I'm curious, Mr. Winter, where are you from?” 

 “I'm from Holland.” 

 “Something unusual must have happened to bring you here. It’s not every day we 

get visitors from Europe in our little town.” 

 “I don't know that anythingthat anythingthat anythingthat anything unusual has has has has happened, but here I am.” 

 “That you are. Well, how may I help you?” 

 He slid the piece of paper with the names of his medications toward Dr. Burwell, 

who read it with moving lips. 

 “I must say, Mr. Winter, these are some pretty serious prescriptions. I'm surprised 

your own physician said it was safe to travel.” 

 “He told me it would be all right.” 

 “How do you feel?” 

 “A bit tired, but okay, if I take my pills. But they’re running out.” 

 “We don't stock these kinds of medications here. You'll have to go to the hospital in 

Alexandria.” 

 “I know where Alexandria is. I passed it yesterday.” 

 “You'll probably have to pay cash.” 

 As Dirk was about to leave, Dr. Burwell advised him not to spend more than four 

hours a day driving. 

 “And I don't have to tell you about those.” 
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 The elderly doctor pointed at Dirk’s bulging breast pocket. Dirk promised to cut 

down. The stocky assistant gave him directions to the hospital.  

 That night he spread his new medications and what remained of his money out on 

the bed. Between the bills, coins, and traveler’s checks, there was more left than he had 

expected. 

 He dialed the operator and gave the country and the number. The telephone rang. 

A woman answered, but it wasn’t Nettie. He asked if Nettie was there. The woman, who 

sounded friendly and polite, said she didn’t know anyone by that name. He apologized 

and hung up. The operator had probably misheard one of the digits. He put away the 

medications and the money, and unfolded his road map. Texas wasn’t far now. He jotted 

down highway numbers and folded the road map up again. In a restaurant in Alexandria, 

he’d had a steak with mashed potatoes and peas. Five cups of coffee—they’d kept refilling 

his mug. It hadn’t cost much. He was curious about New Orleans. 

 

It was the first illuminated sign to catch his eye in the French Quarter. He wanted to park 

at the hotel, but the street was full. He found a spot around the corner, right in front of a 

liquor store that opened in the morning and didn’t close until late at night. With the bright 

store window and people going in and out all day, he hoped it would be reasonably safe. 

 There were still rooms available. He jotted down his name and address in the guest 

book. 

 “We get ‘em from all over. Especially France. Some folks think we still speak 

French!” 

 He had to climb two flights of stairs. The key was attached to a rubber ring with a 

cone of wood dangling from it. It was a small room with floral curtains and a faded 

coverlet on the bed. He set down his suitcase. The bathroom was in the hallway. He 

washed his face and brushed his teeth. Next to him, a young woman was cutting her hair 

over the sink. 

 The American pills seemed to work better than the Dutch ones. The fatigue that in 

recent days had coursed through his limbs like leaded blood now seemed to have 

dissipated. He was looking forward to walking the busy streets. 

 Before long he had found the houses with wrought-iron balconies. Neon lights, gas 

lamps, open shutters, and music. Crowds of people milling around slow-moving cars. He 

went into a bar and ordered a beer. On a low stage, two musicians on trumpet and piano 

were trying to attract the crowd’s attention. 

 At another bar, he met a World War II veteran. When Dirk said he came from 

Europe, the man shook his hand vigorously, bellowing that he had been a soldier during 

the war. He rattled off a long list of French places that Dirk had never heard of. Dirk said 

he came from Holland. 

 “We liberated you, too!” 
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 They toasted victory in Europe. The veteran pulled up one sleeve to show off a 

tattoo of an American flag with green stripes and stars like burns from stubbed-out 

cigarettes. The man told stories of fighting in the streets, hiding behind low walls, the 

cold, keeping watch, food, more food, the thousand-and-one faces of “lez femz.” He said 

he remembered the names of all his fallen comrades. Dirk talked about his memories of 

liberation: the flags, the girls on tanks. Chocolate and cigarettes. 

 “You're as old as me. Why weren't you in one of those tanks?” 

 “My country tried to stay neutral. We didn't have an army. After we were invaded, I 

went underground.” 

 “To fight those fuckers, yeah. That’s the spirit.”  

 “No, I didn't want to be sent to Germany. Guys my age were forced to work for the 

Germans. 

 “How about that? Those Krauts were dumber than I thought, getting the enemy to 

work in their factories.” 

 “I don't know. I don't know what happened over there.” 

 “Don't you get it? They made it too easy. Drop a few pebbles into a machine, leave a 

couple of bolts a little loose. Like taking candy from a fuckin’ baby.” 

 “I don't know if that happened.” 

 “What kind of candy-ass country do you come from? Jesus, it’s just a little sabotage. 

You wouldn’t even have to pull a fuckin’ trigger. Coulda ended that whole damn war a lot 

sooner.” 

 “I guess you're right.” 

 “Aw, hell, what do I care, it’s all water under the bridge now anyway. What the fuck 

did we know? Right? Let's get something to drink. Your round.” 

 A singer took the stage. The veteran drummed on the bar with his glass and said he 

was a fan, never missed a performance. The lights dimmed. She was standing in the 

spotlight, grasping the microphone with both hands. In her glittering, clinging dress, she 

was all hips and breasts. She sang about the city, about ghosts, about two lovers and their 

final song. “I hope y’all come back next time . . .”  

 He turned to the veteran, wanting to let him know how much he’d liked the singer, 

when a fit of coughing hit him hard from behind, and kept hitting. 

 “You okay there, buddy?” 

 The taste of metal in his mouth. The veteran handed him his glass. Dirk took a sip, 

but another coughing fit kept him from drinking any more. 

 “I’m sorry, I'm sorry.” 

 Covering his mouth with one hand, he pulled a few bills out of his pocket and threw 

them on the bar. Then he hurried outside. His pills. The beer was taking revenge. He 

hadn’t had all that much, four or five glasses, but his stomach was pushing its tepid 

contents straight back out again. 
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 Street noises buzzed around him, an oppressive mishmash of tones and voices. He 

felt ashamed, didn’t want people to see him like this. Gagging, he covered his mouth with 

a handkerchief. In the first alley he could find, he kneeled among the garbage cans and 

howled out the contents of his tormented stomach. 

 The buildings he’d identified as landmarks seemed to have vanished. He got lost. 

All he had with him were the hotel’s name and address. He stopped an elderly couple 

wearing I LOVE THIS TOWN! T-shirts to ask for directions, hoping they couldn’t smell 

him. They’d never heard of his hotel. The woman said they had a map with them, but the 

man said they had left it in their hotel room. To his own surprise, Dick thanked them in 

German. His head was reeling, his chest and belly a clenching fist. He spatspatspatspat into the street 

a couple of times. 

 He recognized the corner and the liquor store where he had parked his car. Tucked 

under the windshield wipers was a slip of paper. He saw his license plate number and the 

figure, and swore out loud. 

 The night clerk gave him his key, and he stumbled upstairs. The alcohol had 

liberated his German. Even before he reached his room, he was wrapped up in old words. 

Die Sterne! A story from the camp, that boy from Munster who’d fallen asleep on guard 

duty. It was his word against that of the officer who had found him sprawled out on a 

gentle slope. “The stars!” the boy had cried when the officer woke him. Die Sterne!  

 The desert, the heat like a dry oven by day, the terrible cold at night, huddling under 

the covers. They had all slept in the desert, leaning on their rifles, squinting at the dark 

hills, the bright stars. 

 Marschier'n im Geist in unser'n Reihen mit! Die Knechtschaft dauert nur noch kurze 

Zeit! He sang until guests in the neighboring rooms started banging on the walls. He 

thought about the singer he had seen. All hips and breasts.  

 Like a child, he kept her in his mind’s eye, trying to carry her into his dreams. 
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XXIV 

 

During his days with Mrs. Love, Dirk had brought a book to work for the first time. The 

jobs he did for the old woman didn’t take much time and were often in out-of-the-way 

places. In the cellar, between the dusty frames of old beds and empty crates, he had started 

on Babbitt. Now and then the Red Cross would supply the camp with a new stock of 

German books, but only enough to fill half a shelf, next to the rows and rows of British and 

American novels. After lunch Mrs. Love would always retire to her bedroom, and Dirk, 

alone in the kitchen, would take out his book. The maid occasionally popped her head in, 

but he had the feeling she cared more about the silverware than about whether he was 

working. He would smoke and read, knowing he was mainly there to provide company for 

Mrs. Love. Their conversations piled up, and as he spoke he created a flesh-and-blood 

man for her to imagine. He kept careful track of his plots and made sure the same 

characters kept reappearing, so that he and Mrs. Love could both get used to their names 

and meandering histories, which were real enough to get him to America, a soldier gone 

astray, longing for a home that was lost for now. 

 He was sitting in the kitchen, his paperback open on the table, when he heard 

someone tapping at the window. It was Cicely. She waved and pointed to the door. Dirk 

closed his book, opened the stove, tossed his cigarette butt into the flames, and 

straightened his uniform. Then he went to the door to let her in. 

 “Harris told me I could find you here. He said Mrs. Love had kidnapped you.” 

 Dirk was too startled by the effort she had put into finding him to say anything in 

reply.  

 “Can we talk? Do you have time?” 

 Dirk nodded, closed the door behind him, and followed Cicely outside. She had an 

empty hamper with her for the sandwiches. Dirk asked if he could carry it for her. 

 “You’re a real gentleman. Yes, you may. Thank you.” 

 They strolled across the lawn and alongside the flowerbeds where he had spent the 

past few days digging, manuring, and laboring. He didn’t know the flowers by name. 

Henry, the farmhand, had given him strict instructions. Dirk had spent most of the time 

spraying the plants thoroughly.  

 It was a weather-beaten wicker hamper, and the worn handle chafed Dirk’s hands. 

He said he could imagine how heavy it must be when it was full. She ran the palm of her 

hand over the back of his, and he could feel her rough skin. 

 We’re not allowed to rush it. Mrs. Love wants us to take our sweet ol’ time. 

 Dirk told Cicely about his sessions with Mrs. Love in the kitchen. How he would 

agree with whatever she said, without drawing attention to himself, so that she wouldn’t 

realize how long their lunches really were, and he wouldn’t have to go back to work too 

quickly. He mimicked the long, shrill sound of Mrs. Love calling the servants. Cicely 

laughed. 
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 They wandered aimlessly till Mrs. Love’s house was small and far away. He 

mustered the courage to ask her about her connection with Harris.  

 What did he tell you? 

 Dirk said that Harris had mostly kept his mouth shut. All he’d said was that they 

had been raised together by their aunt, and Harris thought they’d had the same mother. 

That was it. 

 Cicely didn’t seem to be listening. She undid the blue bandanna that covered her 

head, revealing her short hair, and used her fingers to brush away the stubborn knots in 

the black tangle. The sun was shining down on her. There was nothing in Dirk’s memory 

to compare. She turned to face him, lifting her eyes from the ground to meet his. 

 You gotta convince me, okay? 

 Then she moved closer and kissed him. 

 From then on, instead of reading, he spent his stolen moments walking in the 

shade with Cicely. For the first time, it frustrated him that he couldn’t leave the camp. He 

tried to explain to her what it looked like, the codes and the routines. Cicely was 

fascinated by his stories of soccer games, making him explain every detail, and she was 

astonished to hear about all the plays and films. Dirk told her about his English and 

bookkeeping classes and described what they ate. 

 “Stop, stop, you're driving me crazy! I'm so hungry right now I could fight my own 

country!” 

 She laughed, and they fell into each other’s arms. His aroused flesh touched her 

hip. She teased him, tracing its outline with her finger. 

 “You’re killing me.” 

 “Good.” 

 Cicely wanted to know if he was writing to anyone back home. He said no and then 

realized a yes would have sounded more plausible. She wriggled out of his embrace and 

walked away.  

 He shouted after her that there was somebody, but he hadn’t heard from her in over 

a year. She’d probably found someone else. Some invalid who had plenty of girlfriends 

because he was the only man left in town. Dirk limped after Cicely as if he had one bad leg, 

a cripple going from door to door to comfort bereaved women. “Open up! Aufmachen! 

Vati's hier!” 

 “Stop it. I don’t speak German.” 

 He went on jabbering in German, sentences he’d once had to memorize at school. 

It was hard to repress the urge to dance in circles around her. 

 “Stop that!” 

 Dirk sank to his knees. No longer the lame but the repentant man, he clutched the 

seam of her dress and looked up at her. She had folded her arms. He crept closer and 

threw his arms around her. His face was between her legs, he could smell her through the 

fabric.  
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 “Lemme guess, all Germans are normal ’cept you”. 

 “My dear, I'm the only good German!” 

 Her forgiving smile told him there would be no more questions about letters. It was 

time to quit fooling around. Hand in hand, they walked out of the woods. 

 When Dirk got back to the kitchen, their farewells still warm on his lips, he found 

Lucinda there. She sprung up from the table as if she’d been waiting for him. 

 “Mrs. Love been asking for you. I told her you was outside gettin’ some tools.” 

 Her intensity surprised him. “Thank you, Lucinda.” 

 “You sometimes be walkin’ past the bedroom. She don't always sleep. Best you two 

go the other way.” 

 He had underestimated Lucinda. This silent, punctual, indifferent machine had 

abruptly exposed the fragility of his activities. 

 “She be in the den.” 

 Dirk gave a nod. In the entrance hall, he passed paintings and photographs of 

generations of forefathers, their clocks and trophies. Last time he had told Mrs. Love 

about his school days in Koblenz, a city he’d learned about from Werner, who’d grown up 

there. Dirk would try not to stray too far from the facts of his borrowed boyhood. 

 

* 

 

Back in the fields, without the free time he could permit himself at Mrs. Love’s house, he 

saw Cicely only at noon, when she showed up with her hamper to entice the hungry men. 

Dirk wondered how much Harris knew. His friend was sitting under a tree with a 

cigarette and his Jack London paperback. All day, Dirk had been trying to make out 

Cicely’s features in her half-brother’s face. He had asked about their childhood, what had 

happened after their aunt died, but Harris had waved away his questions. 

 He saw Cicely, surrounded by men. He recognized their fierce desire to possess 

her. It made him nervous, but also arrogant about his knowledge of the skin under her 

dress. 

 “Hey. You staring won't bring her over here any faster.” 

 Dirk had brought a gift, a wooden cross for her to wear around her neck as a 

pendant. A soldier from the 334th Division had lent him the right kind of knife and helped 

him to sand down the tough grain. He hadn’t found a chain for her yet, but he wanted her 

to see what he had already made. He took it out of his pocket, which he had been checking 

regularly all morning. The wood was as smooth and soft as skin and warmed up in his 

hand. One of the men tugged playfully at her blue bandanna. Cicely flounced him away 

with her rear. 

 She freed herself from the circle and was finally coming his way. He longed for her 

smile of recognition, the acknowledgement of their walks, the way their bodies had lain 
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side by side in amazement. But when she came up to him and met his eyes with her 

contented gaze, he felt nothing but resentment. It stood in the way of saying hello. 

 The pendant had snapped in his fist. 


